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Essay: Discuss how art and architecture were used as a medium of communication to convey political and ideological messages in the Roman Empire.

The Roman Empire commencing with Augustus in 27 BC was a time of radical change for art and architecture in Rome and the wider empire as was already shown by P. Zanker (1990).[footnoteRef:1] “The building activity and architectural revival (…) was linked to the new political situation and the sense of excitement that went with it”  In this essay, I will be focussing on how the reign of Augustus brought about a long-term planning programme for monuments, statues, sculptures, buildings and paintings within the Roman Empire. I will discuss the messages Augustus was looking to convey through this ‘cultural revolution’ – a term used by Zanker (1990) and Galinsky (2005) – and briefly look at whether his successors carried on his works. [1:  Zanker, 1991, p.324.] 

Augustus was quick to realise that works of art and architecture building would stimulate the Roman economy, via the building industry. He knew his building programme would find favour with  Roman citizens.  According to Wilson,[footnoteRef:2] “the Emperor provided a motivated patronage which drew architects, sculptors and painters to the capital (…) creating the right conditions for works on a grand scale. Augustus was also not slow to realise the political overtones of a lavish architectural and structural programme.” This would provide the paths to three of Augustus’ main aims for the future of Rome. [2:  Wilson, 1991, p. 418-419.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk532035794]Victory, Pax (peace) and Prosperity were key ideologies conveyed by this vast building programme and Augustan reorganisation of the Roman state and empire. It had a major impact on all: senators, army, and other Roman citizens. The Pantheon, built by Marcus Agrippa in 27 BC, just one of the many temples built under Augustus, was on such a grand scale of construction it was designed to intimidate people. Zanker comments:[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Zanker, 1990,p. 105.] 

‘“Nothing is too good for the Gods” is now the slogan. The gleaming white temple facades built of marble from the new quarries near Luni with their dazzling ornament became hallmarks of the new age.’ 
Augustus was the first to exploit this new marble for architectural purposes. Suetonius tells us:[footnoteRef:4] “ [Augustus] found Rome a city of brick and left it a city of marble.” [4:  Suetonius, Aug.28.] 

Augustus’ ‘Victory ideology’ can be seen in various forms: already in 29/28 BC, Augustus founded a new city Nikopolis meaning ‘City of Victory’ in Greece, to commemorate his victory in 31 BC of the Battle of Actium. Dio comments[footnoteRef:5], “he founded the city of Nikopolis at Actium. Augustus’ decision to found a victory city follows Alexander’s practice.” Alexander the Great was renowned for building around thirty new cities, including Alexandria, to celebrate his victories following invasions. This founding of a new city in the very early reign of Augustus, showed Roman citizens and the senate that Augustus was keen on expanding the Roman empire, and bringing prosperity to Rome. It also elevated his personal standing. [5:  Dio, 51.1.3.] 

Other works that symbolised Augustus’ victories were the building of La Turbie near Nice, and a Roman arch in Orange (Southern Gaul). For alongside victory, came peaceful times which in turn led to prosperity, ideologies that had a profound impact on Rome, its citizens and its empire.
One of the most important structures built was the Forum Augusti. It was a temple dedicated to Mars Ultor. According to Potter[footnoteRef:6] “ (…) this massive project initially commemorated Augustus’s role as the avenger of Caesar (…) and as time went by, his role as avenger of disasters of the previous generation more generally. On one side were members of the Julian dynasty (…) and on the other portraits of the ‘best men’ whose deeds had ensured the growth of the empire.” Dynasty was important to Augustus in all his ideology, whether this be in the building of the Augustan mausoleum, or in the Ara Pacis, later in this essay. [6:  Potter, 2014,  p.183] 

Augustus was also very aware of building his own personal public image. Greek sculptors were used to create statesmanlike, authoritative portraits, and statues. The statues and portraits that emerged were a clever entwining of Augustus’s own self representation and image alongside that of ideology and a propaganda tool. Once he became Augustus, Zanker tells us “the face is now characterized by a calm elevated expression (...) and a timeless remote dignity. The new portrait is completely intellectual and artificial work of art. The youthfulness of Octavian is transformed into an ageless ‘classical’ beauty.”[footnoteRef:7] Likewise the Prima Porta Statue of Augustus around 20 BC, signifies the victorious ‘supreme ruler’ clad in armoured cuirass, hand outstretched to the people, in a very detailed piece of sculpture.[footnoteRef:8] [7: Zanker, pp.98-99. ]  [8:  Zanker, p.190.] 
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Figure 1 Prima Porta statue of Augustus
While Augustus celebrated his victories by restoring public buildings, creating new statues and temples, a new era of peace from a very warlike previous Roman Republic emerged. The image of Augustus as pious, peaceful religious leader emerged in the form of a veiled statue, which obviously pre-dates Christ in statues and paintings of him as ‘The Good Shepherd’ which we are more familiar with today. Augustus was viewed as Pater Patriae ‘Father of the Fatherland’ very similar to the later images of Christ.[footnoteRef:9] This statue again represents a very good piece of ideology, transforming Augustus into a religious entity.  [9:  This I learnt through seminar discussion.] 
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[bookmark: _Hlk532223902]Figure 2 Statue of Augustus  (after 12 BC)
 Zanker comments, [footnoteRef:10] “Augustus offered himself as the greatest exemplum and tried in his private and public appearance to be a constant advertisement for the mores maiorum.” Augustus believed that the moral codes and order within families were in decline and believed he should symbolize a moral renewal.  [10:  Zanker, p.159.] 

Perhaps one of the most symbolic pieces of the Pax ideology is the Ara Pacis Augustae and its friezes erected in Rome between 13-9 BC (see Figs 3 and 4).[footnoteRef:11] It depicts the Augustan imperial family of men, women and children. It presents a strong view of how important dynasty and family was to Augustus. It is also an excellent piece of imperial family representation to the public as propaganda. Galinsky tells us,[footnoteRef:12] “Many of the faces are mapped with the emperor’s political ideology and social mores.” [11:  For Ara Pacis, see Aug. RG 19-21; Zanker 1991.]  [12:  Galinsky, pp.216-217.] 

[image: ] Figure 3 Ara Pacis
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[bookmark: _Hlk532224322]Figure 4 Ara pacis Frieze
The Gemma Augustea is an engraved cameo gem made from Arabian Onyx stone. It depicts Augustus being handed a civic crown. Below Augustus is the eagle of Jupiter. This could be signifying Augustus as the god, Jupiter. There are also goddesses holding spears, chariots, Capricorn, the goddess Diana; all pointing to the deity company kept by Augustus. The Gemma Augustea signifies both peace and victory.
Wells comments,[footnoteRef:13] “Coins were used for propaganda, to advertise notable events or official programmes.” To convey his message of peace throughout the empire, Augustus had coins minted to circulate among the people displaying the pax message. (Fig.5)[footnoteRef:14] Thus people would understand a new Augustan era of peace leading to prosperity was now upon them. [13:  Wells, p.41.]  [14:  Silver denarius, AD 68, showing the deified Augustus on the obverse and clasped hands holding a winged caduceus flanked by two cornucopiae and the legend “PAX” on the reverse (BMCRE 304; RIC 113). ] 


[image: ]
Figure 5 Ara Silver Denarius

The Secular Games  (ludi seculars) were the epitome of the new prosperity under Augustan rule. The public were invited to a week-long series of ceremonies, performances and banquets. At the end of the week Horace’s Carmen Saeculares (Hymn for the new century) was performed. This was followed up with Latin plays and hunts. According to Wells[footnoteRef:15]  “The ludi Saeculares were the most detailed and carefully crafted example of a synthesis of Augustan propaganda (…) images were reiterated as the developing political and ideological concepts informing the regimes’ policies and programmes were both fashioned and communicated through all the artistic media.” The rise of  literature also took place under Augustus’s rule. Under Augustus, Ovid, Horace, Livy and Vergil were all writing great epic works of plays and poetry. It was a golden era of peace, prosperity and security which Roman citizens had not experienced in centuries. It was also an age of Roman world domination.  [15:  Wells, p.152.] 

Augustus’s successors, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius and Nero, although not building on the scale of Augustus, certainly contributed to the art and architecture of the Roman Empire. In Caligula’s short reign he started to build two aqueducts; the Aqua Claudio and Anio Novus but also built many theatres and temples. Claudius finished them, but like Augustus had a love of marble, and restored posts at Circus Maximus in the stone. He also built the Baths of Agrippa. Nero was very fond of culture and built many theatres. None of Augustus’ immediate successors built on the scale he did, and it is Augustus who is remembered for a Golden Age of Roman culture today.
Augustus certainly used his power to promote his own persona and used the state propaganda tools in art and architecture to elevate his position. However, he is also to be credited with achieving a much-needed peace, restoring moral values and building great edifices, many of which still survive today.
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